
LING 355 Fall 2017 

LING-355 Language Acquisition I 
 

Professor Lydia White    Fall 2017 
Dept. of Linguistics    Tel: 398 4143 
Office: 1085 Dr. Penfield, #314    email: lydia.white@mcgill.ca 
Office Hours: Wed. 1-2 pm or by appointment 
 
PLACE AND TIME : Educ 627. MW 10.05 – 11.25. 
 
PREREQUISITE: 104-201 Introduction to Linguistics or permission  

READINGS 
REQUIRED TEXT:  Guasti, M. T. 2016. Language acquisition: the growth of grammar. MIT Press. 
ADDITIONAL READINGS - articles available in myCourses. 
 
CONTENT AND OBJECTIVES 
This course will provide an overview of properties of learner language (phonology, morphology, syntax) 
and the stages of acquisition that learners go through. Explanations of how language is acquired 
(theories of language acquisition) will be discussed. Students will come to understand the nature of 
learner grammars, and will be introduced to data analysis and to a variety of methodologies for 
investigating child language. The main focus is on first language acquisition, including normal and 
atypical development.  

EVALUATION 
One assignment (10%), one project (25%), a midterm exam (25%) and a final exam (40%). All of these 
are required. Students who miss an exam or an assignment/project deadline must produce a doctor's 
certificate or other relevant documentation; otherwise, late submissions of work will be subject to a 
penalty. Work submitted more than 5 days after the due date (without authorization) will not be 
accepted. 
Exams, assignments and projects may be written in English or French. 
Note: Anyone getting a D or F on the course will NOT be given the option of doing extra work. 
 
DATES AND DEADLINES 
Assignment (10%)   Due not later than Wed. Oct 11th (in class) 
Midterm test (25%)   Mon. Oct 23rd (in class) 
Project (25%) Due not later than 4pm on Wed Dec 6th 
Final exam (40%)   TBA 
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COURSE OUTLINE 
n.b. Dates are approximate.  Slides used in class will be posted in myCourses. 
1. Introduction (Sept 6, 11, 13) 

Basic concepts and methodologies.  
Reading: Guasti Ch. 1 
Recommended: Aitchison 1985; Lust 2006.  

2. Early speech perception and production (Sept 18, 20) 
Speech perception and production, development of features and phonemes, segmenting the speech 
stream, phonological bootstrapping 

Readings: Guasti Ch. 2, Ch. 3 (section 3.1) 
Recommended: Ingram 1986 (pp. 223-231) 

(Study questions. Ch. 2, p. 69: 1, 2, 3, 10.) 
3. Word meanings (Sept 25, 27) 

First words, acquisition of word meanings, syntactic and semantic bootstrapping 
Reading: Guasti Ch. 3 (sections 3.2 – 3.6) 

(Study questions. Ch. 3, p. 133: 1, 3, 4, 5) 
4. Early syntax and morphology (Oct 2, 4, 11) 

Transition to syntax, clause structure, inflection, root infinitives, function words, articles, subjects  
Reading: Guasti Ch. 4, Ch. 5 (sections 5.1, 5.2, 5.4) 
Recommended: Radford 1995 (pp. 483 – 498) 

(Study questions. Ch. 4, p. 192-193: 5, 7. Ch. 5, p. 238-239: 6, 7, 8) 
5. Syntactic movement (Oct 16, 18, 25, 30) 

Passives, negation, questions, relative clauses  
Reading: Guasti Ch 7, Ch 6 (sections 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4, 6.7) 

(Study questions. Ch. 6, p. 323: 6, 10. Ch. 7, p. 359-360: 3)   
6. Sentence interpretation (Nov 1, 6, 8) 

Complement clauses, pronoun binding, quantification, scalar implicatures 
Reading: Guasti Ch 8 (sections 8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.5), Ch 9 (sections 9.1, 9.2, 9.5) 
Recommended: de Villiers & Roeper 2016 

(Study questions. Ch. 8, p. 405: 1, 2, 4, 5. Ch. 9. p.465-466: 1, 3) 
7. Theories of language acquisition (Nov 13, 15, 20) 

The role of input; generative versus constructivist approaches 
Reading: Guasti Ch 1 

8. Language acquisition in atypical conditions (Nov 22, 27) 
Language impairments; sign language acquisition: ‘wild’ children  

Reading: Guasti Ch. 10, Ch. 11 (section 11.5) 
Recommended: Fromkin et al. 1985 

(Study questions. Ch. 10, p. 506-507: 3, 5, 10, 11.) 
9. Age effects and L2 acquisition (Nov 29, Dec 4, 6) 

Bilingualism and early L2; post-critical period learning  
Reading: Guasti Ch. 1 (section 1.5), Ch 11. 

(Study questions. Ch. 11, p. 543-544: 5, 7.) 
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Recommended Readings 
Aitchison, J. 1985. Predestinate grooves: Is there a preordained language program? In V. Clark, P. 

Eschholtz & A. Rosa (eds.), Language: Introductory Readings (pp. 90-110). New York: St. 
Martin's Press. 

De Villiers, J. & T. Roeper. 2016. The acquisition of complements. In J. Lidz, W. Snyder & J. Pater 
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Developmental Linguistics (pp. 279-309). Oxford University 
Press. 

Fromkin, V., S. Krashen, S. Curtiss, D. Rigler & M. Rigler. 1985. The development of language in 
Genie: A case of language acquisition beyond the critical period. In V. Clark, P. Eschholtz & A. 
Rosa (eds.), Language: Introductory Readings (pp. 112-132). New York: St. Martin's Press. 

Ingram, D. 1986. Phonological development: production. In P. Fletcher & M. Garman (eds.), Language 
acquisition (pp. 223-239). Cambridge University Press. 

Lust, B. 2006. How can we tell what children know? Methods for the study of language acquisition. Ch. 
7 of B. Lust, Child language: acquisition and growth. Cambridge University Press. 

Radford, A. 1995. Phrase structure and functional categories. In P. Fletcher & B. MacWhinney (eds.), 
The Handbook of Child Language (pp. 483-507).  Oxford: Blackwell. 

 
Other readings useful for your projects will also be available in myCourses. 

 

McGill University values academic integrity. All students must understand the meaning and 
consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student Conduct 
and Disciplinary Procedures. For more information, see: www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/. 

Article 16(a) of the Code, which is devoted to plagiarism, reads as follows: 

No student shall represent another person’s work, published or unpublished, as his or her own in any 
academic writing, such as an essay, thesis, research report, project or assignment submitted in a course 
or a program of study, or represent as his or her own the work of another, whether the material so 
represented constitutes a part or the entirety of the work submitted. 
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Note: hard copies of the assignment and the final project must be submitted.  

ASSIGNMENT (10%)  

Due not later than Wed. Oct 11th (in class) 

You will be given acquisition data from a child, which you will be expected to describe and analyze. 
(The data and details of the assignment will be handed out in class in early October and posted in 
myCourses.) The analysis must be conducted on your own and written in your own words. However, 
you may discuss the assignment in a general way with a maximum of one or two others in the class. I 
will not accept assignments which show evidence of close collaboration. (See Handbook of Student 
Rights and Responsibilities, Chapter 3, Section A, Article 15, re Plagiarism.) 

 

PROJECT (25%) (details to follow, in class) 

Deadline: Project report due not later than 4pm on Wed Dec 6th in class or in the Linguistics Dept. 

Requirement: Every student in the course must carry out a project. You may work individually or in 
groups of 2 or 3. 

Aim: To gather and analyze data from a child acquiring their first language. 

Language: You can investigate the acquisition of any language, provided that it is a language that you 
yourself know. If the language is not English, you must provide glosses (literal translations) of what the 
learner says and of your test materials. 

Topic: Investigate ONE linguistic property, which MUST be chosen from the phenomena that have 
been covered in the course. You may replicate an existing experiment, or adapt an existing experiment, 
provided that you make it clear that this is what you have done, citing your sources, and providing a 
rationale for doing so.  

A list of suggested topics and readings will be provided. ANY PROJECT TOPIC WHICH DIFFERS 
FROM THOSE ON THE LIST OF SUGGESTIONS MUST BE APPROVED BY ME BEFORE YOU 
START. 

(Note that you are expected to show evidence of having read at least one relevant article; in other words, 
do not rely solely on the textbook and class notes.)  

Subjects: ONE learner will be sufficient. 

Methodology: any of the methodologies covered in the course are acceptable, including gathering 
spontaneous production data, elicited production, act-out tasks, grammaticality judgements, picture 
identification, truth-value judgments, etc. 

Permission: You will need to get parental permission. We will discuss this in class. 


